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ABSTRACT
DECONSTRUCTIONIST TYPOGRAPHY
Sepren Tansel 
M.F.A. in Graphic Design 
Supervisor: Assist. Prof. Dr. Mahniut Mutman 
June, 1995
This thesis probes into how semiotics and deconstructionism on 
the one hand, technological progress on the other, have challenged 
typography. It begins with a short historical account of 
contemporary typography, focusing especially on modernist 
movement, and then discusses the consequences of digital 
revolution and the rising postmodern culture for contemporary 
type and t)q)ography. After explaining the structural approach to 
language and semiotics, it discusses critiques directed by post­
structuralism and particularly deconstructionism. The influence of 
deconstructionism on typography is examined in detail, especially 
in the context of developments in digital technology. The 
contribution of deconstructionist typography is discussed in both 
graphetic and graphological aspects. How deconstructionist 
t)T)ography challenges and transforms the conventional dualities of 
typography, and consequently ofl'er new, open-ended forms of 
reading and writing, is demonstrated.
Keywords: Deconstruction, Typography, Digital Typography.
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ÖZET
YAPIÇOZÜMSELCI TIPOGRAFI
Sepren Tansel 
Grafik Tasarım Bölümü 
Yüksek Lisans
Tez Yöneticisi: Assist. Prof. Dr. Mahmut Mutman 
Plaziran, 1995
Bu tez, bir yandan göstergebilim ve yapıçözümselciliğin, öte 
yandan teknolojik gelişmenin tipografiyi nasıl etkilediğini 
incelemektedir. Özellikle modernist akım, elektronik devrimin 
etkileri, ve postmodern kültürün gelişimi tartışılarak, çağdaş font 
ve tipografinin kısa bir geçmişi verilmektedir. Dil ve semiotik 
konularına yapısalcı yaklaşım açıklandıktan sonra, post- 
yapısalcılığın, özellikle de yapı çözümselciliğin bu konulara 
yönelttiği eleştiri tartışılmaktadır. Yapıçözümselciliğin tipografi 
üzerindeki etkisi özellikle elektronik teknolojideki gelişmeler 
bağlamında ayrıntı ile İncelenmektedir. Yapıçözümselci tipografinin 
geleneksel tipografi ikilemlerini nasıl sorgulayıp değiştirdiği ve 
böylece açık uçlu yeni okuma ve yazma formları önerdiği 
gösterilmektedir.
Anahtar Sözcükler: Yapıçözümselcilik, Tipografi, Dijital Tipografi.
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1. statement of the Purpose
Technological processes affect our language, and language affects 
our lives. At the root of it, design is a language just as English and 
French are languages. The emergence of new languages in graphic 
design coincided with, and was driven by the arrival of the new 
technology: digital technology. It would not be an 
oversimplification to state that the past was governed by the 
printed word, and that the future world is to be ruled by the 
electronic image.
The result of digital technology has been a major cultural and 
aesthetic shift. If one of the basic realities of the present is a high 
level of mental pollution caused by media expansion, the other is 
the enabling power of the computers (Wozencroft 1994: 1).
While the designer has the facility/capabilities of the digital 
technology at hand, her/his role is blurred by the power of this 
new system of communication, because it is so widely spread and 
user friendly. This fact and the perception of reality changed by 
digital technology, has led the role of the designer and design to be 
questioned.
Arguments such as the duty of the designers to challenge and 
disorient our senses, that content is no longer necessarily outside 
the realm of design practice, that design has to be visually exciting, 
that it should be an experience in itself, that readers must engage 
in the interpretation of the meaning of design, that a design need 
no longer be communicative but emotive, are being put forward.
The classical debate on the relationship between rhetoric and 
truth, in which Socrates ai'gued that rhetoric distorts the truth, 
while Aristotle took the position that thought and the form in 
which it is expressed are indivisible, is reiterated by contemporary 
designers, some of which argue that design is a powerful form of 
rhetorical intervention. They conceive the designer as the co­
author, or rather the visual editor. (Novosedlik 1994: 44-53)
Today, reading a magazine for its design is just as valid as reading 
it for its textual content. Especially with magazines, designers 
combine the role of an editor to establish and amplify the textual 
meaning. They project the rhetorical role of design, shouting and 
competing to be noticed among other visual media, since one 
outcome of the link between language and technology is that oral 
and typographic language have somewhat lost their power to the 
“‘speech’ of music and film” (Wozencroft 1994: 53-55).
Deconstructionist type designers believe that type, like language, 
must evolve to represent shifting cultural conditions. Due to the 
development of desktop computers, font design software and page-
layout programs, there has been a fundamental shift in the 
purpose of type and text as well. Typography as an essential 
element of graphie design, has become more fascinating than ever, 
due to the changes it is put through by the computer generation. 
Digital tools have rendered type easy to handle, given it fluidity, 
and eventually liberated it from its strict conventional outline: 
graphetics, which dates back to the Romans.
The purpose of my thesis is to analyze the end-product of this 
development: deconstructionist typography, which deconstructs 
and exposes the content embodied in type and text, just as the 
deconstructionists decode the verbal language in literature.
The study of deconstructionist typography is worthwhile, since it 
puts us as graphic designers to engage in the content of the text, 
and to act as visual editors who can bring amplified perceptions to 
the readings of the type/text.
Language theory, social theoiy and cultural theory can provide us 
with valuable ways of understanding our practice as graphic 
designers, therefore this thesis will touch upon deconstructionist 
philosophy and language theory.
Deconstructionists in philosophy and literature state that things 
such as description, analysis, etc., belong to the outmoded, 
traditional logic, which deconstruction has superseded, and 
therefore attempts to study/analyze or explain deconstruction, as 
if it were a method, a system or a settled body of ideas, is against
the very nature of deconstruction itself. However, deconstruction 
being a new form of logic, which has penetrated to many fields 
from literature to design, there clearly is a need to study 
deconstruction thoroughly, in order to understand the way it has 
changed the role of the contemporary designer. I have no intention 
of 'taming' deconstruction. Certainly probing into deconstruction 
and especially any clear analysis within this thesis should not be 
seen as contradicting or threatening the esoteric/enclosed cult of 
deconstruction!
1.2. The Milieu of Contemporary Design
It is the outmoded Swiss School modernism, the development of 
the digital technology, and the postmodern condition, that have 
laid the ground for deconstructionist typography.
1.2.1. Swiss School Modernism
Swiss Design, also called the International Style, was founded by 
former students of Bauhaus, and Swiss post-constructivists who, 
due to the neutrality of their country, were able to continue their 
work during the Second World War. (Heller 1994: 196)
What they sought was an optimum formula of design/graphic 
expression that was unbiased, free from tradition and nationalism, 
and that had the aim of presenting complex information in a
structured and unified manner, as reflected in their motto: 
"communication, not seduction". According to this formula, 'noise' 
should be avoided and the most direct approach of communication 
should be preferred in order to prevent any misunderstanding 
and/or multiple reading.
Fig. 1, "Beethoven". Poster by Joseph Müller-Brockmann, 1955.
They promoted order, both as an aesthetic value and as a force to 
turn design away from intuition toward scientific rationalism. In 
an ideal design, form was to follow function. So, visual properties 
such as contrast, proportion, balance, harmony, rhythm, space, 
color, and texture were defined as the building materials of all 
design, and mathematical ideas and systems such as geometry, 
and the grid system were made use of.
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Fig. 2. "For the Elderly". Poster by Frdolin Muller, 1964.
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Mostly, just a single verbal and a single metaphoric visual message 
(copy and picture), were considered to be simple, straightforward, 
and therefore sufficient. Then, they were laid out in accordance 
with objective and functional criteria. Photography was preferred to 
illustration in order to prevent the sentimentalized and therefore 
subjective vision of the illustrator to come between the message 
and its audience. Ornamentation and serifs, which were 
considered as frivolous cluttering of visuality were banished: 
inexpressive sans-serif type was welcome. Design had to be 
aesthetically unadventurous. The principle of "good design" was: 
the simpler, the better.
The modernism of the Swiss school lay in its attitude toward 
design as a methodological discipline (a science) of rationality and 
analysis, devoid of feeling, and individuality. Graphic design in 
that sense, meant literal/direct rather than hermeneutic 
communication of explicit messages through clear forms and 
legible typography. The conveyed was a closed message with 
unreserved signifiers referring to unreserved signifieds, leaving no 
place for multiple readings, misunderstanding, or "noise". With 
this totalitarian attitude and high regard for the rule of 
computation, utility and communicative unity, Swiss Design 
continued the project of modernity, the project of Enlightenment. 
According to Habermas, the project of Enlightenment consists in 
the process whereby everything must be legitimated before the 
tribunal of reason. "Reason appears as the goddess of both 
modernity and Enlightenment" (Koslowski in Hoesterey ed., 1991: 
144).
7
Deconstructionist designers, with the help of digital tools, question 
the validity of reason, the rational, scientific, objective and 
universal attributes claimed by Swiss modernism.
1.2.2. Digital Revolution
Due to the widespread use of desktop computers, an implosion has 
occurred in the field of graphic design. The existing social, 
temporal, conceptual, and especially professional boundaries have 
dissolved. Stylistic and theoretical concerns, among which are 
postmodernism, eclecticism, and various others, have started to 
predominate the scene of design.
The introduction of IBM PC in 1981, set the standard of both 
design and printing industry, and the desktop computer market. 
By the mid '80s, IBM and its clones had brought personal 
computing into the mainstream culture, from offices and schools 
to homes, libraries, and so on. In 1984, Apple Macintosh was 
introduced and immediately became popular, since it extended the 
new opportunity to the traditional relationship between the hand 
and the eye, besides offering practical solutions with typeface, 
layout and design, and enabling these to be produced either by 
high-resolution writers or on digital typesetters. All these led to the 
promulgation of desktop publishing. (Miller 1989: 202)
Computers have liberated many designers by offering an 
inexpensive typesetting, design, and production tool. On the other
8
hand, they have made these resources available to those without 
any training or education in graphic design.
However, the fore and utmost effect of the spread of the use of 
desktop computers, font design software, and layout programs is 
that designers found a more flexible forum for working with type 
and text than offered by the traditional/photomechanical 
typesetting (with Guttenberg's movable t}rpe). Before computers, 
graphic design products developed both in their look, and their 
communicative effects, in line with the developments in tools, and 
printing production techniques. All the elements of design and/or 
style that the designed graphic product contained, were "the result 
of certain constraints and expressed a certain state of (printers’) 
technique". (Chaput in Thackara ed., 1988: 183)
Computers, and the digitization of the printing technology have 
brought design and writing into closer proximity. The typographic 
flexibility of the computers has enabled designers to produce 
graphic commentaries on texts which, though were possible before, 
were discouraged by the professional and technological division 
between typesetters and designers. That is, the erasure of certain 
practical and conceptual boundaries between text and image, has 
given way to a practice that more actively engages in the discursive 
and pictorial aspects of design. Rather than being alienated with 
computers, a number of designers have realized that the computer 
is a unique medium that has an aesthetics of its own and they 
have subordinated it to their own practice. Those who take 
Macintosh as a tool of new paradigms, a conceptual "magic slate".
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have been provoked to invent new ways of expression, new design 
languages, and new typefaces, rather than using this digital 
medium to replicate the existing typographic norms (Greiman 
1990: 55).
The new electronic/digital technology has transformed the way 
information has come to be quantified and elaborated. Information 
and communication have therefore become terms of comparison 
with which the role of all disciplines are redefined and 
reinterpreted (Portoghesi 1983: 6-11). Lyotard predicts that a 
constituted body of information or knowledge that is not 
translatable into ‘bit’s, computer language, will no longer be 
accepted as information or knowledge in the near future (Lyotard 
1989: 4). This, has a special significance for graphic design, since 
its main purpose has been defined as that of communicating 
information, and conveying knowledge.
McLuhan states that "medium is the message". If the “message” of 
any medium or technology is change of scale, pace or pattern that 
it introduces into human affairs, then the performance of 
computers in every field, but especially that of information and 
communication which is seen to be more important than its 
content, is the grandiose “message” of the digital era (1987: 7-9).
Deconstructionist designers go beyond the aim of communicating 
information and conveying knowledge, while bringing forth the 
“message” of the medium.
10
1.2.3. Postmodern Condition
What is called the postmodern society/culture is that of incredible 
consumerism. It is the purely symbolic environment, dominated by 
information, media, digital technology and the service sector 
(Jameson 1983: 63). Language has disappeared from the street 
and reappeared behind the screen, where life goes on in the meta­
reality of the screen (TV, computer), travel and shopping 
(Wozencroft, Fuse 5). Such is the "condition” entered, with the loss 
of belief in metanarratives: progressive emancipation of labor, the 
enrichment of all humanity through the progress of capitalist 
technoscience, etc. Universality has collapsed into subjectivity, the 
author and the subject have been declared dead. Simultaneous 
has become habitual in place of sequential, so one can no longer 
detect linearity (Lyotard 1993: 17-21). The failure of individualism 
at the hands of corporate capitalism and a subsequent 
disintegration of classical modernism, has condemned us to 
inherit pastiche: blank parody, and “schizophrenia”: unclinically 
given as the break down of the relationship between signifiers 
resulting in an undifferentiated relationship to the temporal and 
subsequent hyper-real experience (Jameson 1993: 111-125).
Designers came to realize that the ideal of a permanent, 
universally valid aesthetic was at odds with the ideology of 'free 
choice' and its economic cycle of production, consumption, and 
"waste" of our times (Miller 1989: 167). From this pluralist and 
consumerist society, a new sensibility which finds the over simple 
harmony (of Swiss/lnternational design) either false or
11
unchallenging is born: Postmodern design. In the field of design, 
postmodernism is a response to sterility, abstraction and 
inhumanity/coldness of modernism, by reintroducing sensuality, 
figuration, ornament, irrationality, self-expression, and other 
'human' elements into design. So it can be said to have set itself as 
a panacea for conformity, bureaucracy and repetition, and other 
traits now associated with modernism's emphasis on rationality 
and efficiency. Lyotard claims that
the difference between modernism and postmodernism 
would be better characterized by the following feature; 
the disappearance of the close bond that once linked 
the project of modern architecture to an ideal of the 
progressive realization of social and individual 
emancipation encompassing all humanity . . . there is 
no longer any horizon of universality, universalization, 
or a general emancipation to greet the eye of the 
postmodern man . . . .  The disappearance of the Idea 
that rationality and the freedom are progressing would 
explain a “tone”, style, or mode specific to postmodern 
. . . (1993: 76)
Postmodern design represents the condition of modern urban 
culture in that it is chaotic, confusing, heterogeneous, and often 
very loud, where the audience no longer cares whether things 
make sense or not, as long as they look interesting and 
entertaining. “Electrically powered and technology-wise, 
postmodern consciousness is entertained by what it sees" 
(Solomon 1990: 219). Therefore, postmodern design is more 
populist at heart than the Swiss design. Despite the efforts of 
having a universal appeal, a high legibility, and neutrality, once 
Swiss design was absorbed by the corporation, it came to be 
associated with white, male affluence and power. On the other
12
hand, postmodernism champions the marginal and vernacular 
both literally and metaphorically. It challenges the traditional 
hierarchies of Swiss design that value substance over style, 
objectivity over subjectivity, rationality over emotion, legibility over 
readability (visual interest considered as an attribute of "readable" 
communications), and yet does not impose new ones. Style, 
subjectivity, emotion, readability, and period references are given 
weight only to the extent that they contribute to the meaning and 
interest of a communication.
According to Heller, because postmodern design emphasizes the 
marginal, promulgates the intuitional, spontaneous, and the non­
linear, it has seemed attractive to designers alienated by the 
authoritarianism of the Swiss design and the corporate culture it 
has come to represent. He states in Borrowed Design that
If style is about anything, it is about the relationship 
between the present and the past -the way in which 
historic graphic trends and current design practices 
comment on and revise one another when they are 
examined in close proximity. Postmodernism in 
graphic design owes its diverse forms to the many 
ways designers achieve this proximity, including 
quotation, pastiche, outright plundering of period 
sources, or merely the subversion of traditional rules 
of design (for example, in much high-tech, computer 
generated work), which summons the past in the veiy 
act of repudiating it. (1993: 157)
Charles Jencks states that "The prefix 'post' has several 
contradictory overtones, one of which implies the incessant 
struggle against stereotypes, the 'continual revolution' of the 
avant-garde and hence, by implication, the fetish of the new"
13
(Jencks 1987: 5-8). Micheál Collins on the other hand, suggests 
that
post-totalitarian, post-holocaust, post-Modernist 
thought has attempted to break [with the rigorous 
aspects of international Modernism] and to search 
for evolution rather than revolution, wit and humour 
rather than earnest social engineering, and 
individuality rather than collectivism. Post- 
Modernism takes stock of the old as well as 
absorbing the shock of the new. (qtd. in Heller 1993: 
158)
Heller and Chwast claim that, postmodern blends art history and 
new technology with a decorative tendency to achieve a broad- 
based , commercially acceptable look. It consists of skewed images, 
curved type, manipulated photography, use of innumerous fonts, 
layering, juxtaposition etc., but is concerned at root with 
appropriation, which is facilitated by the evolution and 
proliferation of digital technology, not only due to its technical, but 
also mnemonic capabilities. (Heller and Chwast 1994: 157- 173)
Because postmodernism embraces a range of styles, from 
ostentatiously computer-generated graphics with bit-mapped 
typography, low resolution images and brilliant colors to 
ostentatiously crude and retrograde speeimens that make a point 
of revealing the designer, several critics have formulated sub­
divisions and evaluated each categoiy on its own merits with 
respect to the past. Consequently, "mannerist post-modernism" is 
distinguished as the style forged as the specific reaction to Swiss 
Design, whereas "historicist post-modernism" is eclectic and 
employs whatever pre-modern, modern, and the vernacular
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references it deems appropriate (Miller 163-169). Deconstructionist 
designers argue that those who take up the historicist approach, 
one way or another, come to realize that mining the past will take 
them nowhere. They claim they can only address their time and 
place through an intelligent clash of style and meaning, that is "by 
imbuing past expression with new meaning". Tibor Kalman states 
“bad history uses tradition to impart an instant of aura of instant 
class and social exclusion. Good history picks up a fragment and 
kicks it into the present” (Kalman qtd. in Emigre 21, 27).
Mannerist postmodernism, puts emphasis on decoration, organic 
forms, emotive colors, spontaneity, vernacular references, and the 
designer’s peculiar sensibility, all to be observed as symptoms of 
reaction against Swiss School modernism. On the other hand, 
according to Greiman, postmodern is so nonspecific that it could 
never be fit into definitions (1990: 13-16). Hebdige supports this 
idea, stating that it has become more difficult to specify what 
postmodernism exactly is supposed to refer to, since
the term gets stretched in all directions across 
different debates, different disciplinary and discursive 
boundaries, as different factions seek to make it their 
own, using it to designate a plethora of 
incommensurable objects, tendencies, emergencies. 
(1988: 181- 182)
Docherty on the other hand, states that the mood of the 
postmodern period, which we have entered or are about to enter, is 
one of ‘active forgetting’ of the past-historieal eonditioning of the 
present, in the drive to a futurity. (1993: 3)
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Lyotard writes that
the “post” of “postmodern” does not signify a 
movement of comeback, flashback, or feedback, that 
is, not a movement of repetition but a procedure in 
“ana-”: a procedure of analysis, anamnesis, anagogy, 
and anamorphosis that elaborates an “initial 
forgetting”. (1993: 80)
Baudrillard argues that designers should avoid falling victim to the 
‘fatal strategies of the hyper-banal’, of which historicism and 
nostalgia are a few examples, and move beyond the correctness of 
historic quotation, and subvert the program of historical 
(mis)appropriation of style, mandated as a function of consumer 
culture obsolescence. (Baudrillard in Foster ed., 1983: 126-135) 
Deconstructionist designers surpass both historicist and 
mannerist post-modernism and look for new visual ‘languages’ to 
express the contemporaiy condition.
1.3. Alphabet and Typography
Alphabet consists of a series of conventional physical marks 
(letters) which refer to speech sounds, and enables writing to take 
place. It is “an attempt to phoneticise writing: to imbue it with the 
possibility of gestural presence” (Elliman, Fuse 10). Type (t}q)eface) 
means the design or model of a particular alphabet, letter or script 
(Parramon 1991: 52). Typography means the process of composing 
type, then printing from it, and therefore was first coined with the 
founding of the Gutenberg press. Both alphabet and t)q)e prevail so 
wide in the Western culture that writing has become identified with
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these: designed “phonetie-alphabetieal transeriptions” (Norris and 
Benjamin 1988: 13).
1.3.1. Alphabet and the “Civilized” Society
MeLuhan states that, only the phonetic alphabet is the technology 
which has the means of creating “civilized man” -the separate 
individuals equal before a written code of law. Separateness of the 
individual, continuity of space and of time, and uniformity of codes 
are the prime marks of literate and civilized societies. Civilization is 
built on literacy because literacy is a “uniform processing of a 
culture by a visual sense extended in space and time by the 
alphabet”. (1987: 84-86)
As explained below (2.1. Semiotics and Structuralism), throughout 
history both alphabet and typography which make up written 
language, have been viewed as purely conventional and arbitrary 
signs. Consequently, along with writing, they have been 
condemned as elements of the poor substitute for speech, a bad 
necessity used only for preserving and transmitting ideas through 
generations.
1.3.2. History of the Latin Alphabet
Alphabetic typography, along with renaissance painting, 
cosmology, cartography, physics, etc. was reinscribed in the 15th
17
century. Leonardo da Vinci and Albrecht Dürer based the Latin 
alphabet, on the inscriptions found at the base of Emperor 
Trajan’s commemorative column in Rome, which is considered 
ideal/perfect: functional, aesthetic and elegant, and is still in use 
today (Parramon 1991: 38-45).
I I u
1 1
Fig.3. Anatomy of Roman Script by Albrecht Dürer, around 1510.
In the 16th century, printshops and type foundries brought 
typography out of the abbey scriptorium. It was then that the 
shape of the modern letter was determined, and language was 
given to the service of the establishment: the state, the church, etc. 
Very few type founders were actually allowed by law to produce 
movable type, even though it was in great demand. Only by the 
end of 19th century, metal type became freely available. 
Traditionally, typographers made the trade a closed shop, but in 
effect maintained a schizophrenic existence, motivated by the
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ongoing quest for the ‘perfect typeface’ (Wozencroft, Fuse 1). 
Between 16th and 19th century, while there were few changes in 
t)rpographic form, immense developments took place from the field 
of literacy and the freedom of press to Enlightenment and the 
philosophies of reason. Even Gutenberg’s letterpress did not bring 
about much of a change to the role of typography, while in the 
20th century, the computer did. (Elliman, Fuse 10)
1.3.3. Contemporary Type
туре operates in a silent space, therefore it does not guarantee 
prevention of misunderstandings as is the case of face-to-face 
communication (speech). “A typeface is a new body for a voice long 
out of its speaker’s body, committed to words but indifferent to the 
language of words, and further estranged from the language of the 
voice”. However a typeface could extend the communicative 
function of the printed word. That is why type designers today, 
deal with liberating type from its role as the supporter of the 
artificial structuring of language (the alphabet), and enabling it to 
exist for itself. (Elliman, Fuse 10)
Another issue which contemporary type-designers are concerned 
with is to make type noticeable within a flux of visual information. 
Due to printing, type can be repeated precisely and indefinitely, 
which enables its omnipresence in the contemporary Western 
culture, and at the same time renders it ‘invisible’.
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Increasingly, meaning and attitudes are transmitted 
and made memorable by aural association -the jingles, 
the oohs, ahs of modern advertising- and by the 
pictorial means of billboard and television . . . (Type) 
is in retreat before the photograph, the TV shot, the 
picture alphabets of comic books and training 
manuals. More and more, the average man reads 
captions in various genres of graphic material. The 
word is a mere servant to the sensory shock. This, as 
McLuhan has pointed out, will modiiy essential habits 
of human perception. (George Steiner qtd. in 
Wozencroft 1988: 9)
Thanks to the capabilities of digital technology, a number of 
contemporary type designers aim both at challenging and changing 
the way the printed material has come to be read/perceived.
Apart from the digital technology, the recent proposition from 
semiotics and structuralism that the alphabet is no more than a 
code that needs to be challenged, also is changing the traditional 
status of the Latin alphabet. (Wozencroft 1994: 30)
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2. DECONSTRUCTION
2.1. Semiotics and Structuralism
Communication process roughly consists of the creation of a 
message out of signs, its transmission and reception. The essential 
ingredient of communication, the message, stimulates the receiver 
to create a meaning for him/herself, which somehow relates to the 
original/intended message. Consequently, the study of meaning 
-generally considered as a science-: semiotics, consists of the study 
of the sign, the referent (codes and systems into which signs are 
organized), the user, his/her means, and the cultural system 
which generates it, within which these signs and codes operate. 
Probing into all the elements which make up the communication 
environment, semiotics aims to define what these elements have in 
common, and what distinguishes them from each other. (Sless 
1986: 1-6)
According to Ferdinand de Saussure, one of the founders of 
semiology and modern linguistics/structuralism, communication 
is the generation of meaning in messciges, whether by the encoder 
or the decoder. Meaning is not an absolute and static concept to be 
found in the message, but an active process, which is the result of 
the dynamic interaction between signifier, signified, and the object
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(Fiske 1990: 46). Saussure aims to come up with general laws of 
meaning and communieation through the study of language as a 
self-sufficient system, which then would be applicable to other 
fields of culture (Broadbent 1991: 32). He bases his studies on 
‘relations’ and ‘differenees’. Henee, sign itself is a relational entity, 
a composite of two parts: the “signifier” and the “signified”, that 
signify not only through those features that make each of them 
slightly different from any other two parts, but through their 
association with each other. “Signifier” is the "sound-image” that 
refers to a meaningful form, while “signified” is the concept which 
that form evokes (Saussure qtd. in Silverman 1984: 6). Depending 
on its culture, both linguistie signifiers and linguistic signifieds are 
arbitrary. Consequently, the linguistie sign is “arbitrary”, and 
therefore meaning emerges through the play of difference within a 
closed system. (Silverman 1984: 9)
Another one of Saussure’s relational oppositions is longue  
(language) and parole (speeeh/diseourse). Language according to 
him, is the sum of all available speeeh instances, and therefore 
exists perfectly only within a collectivity, and therefore is privileged 
over speech, which has an individual and localized existence. It is 
both a social product of the faeulty of speech and a collection of 
necessary conventions that have been adopted by a social body to 
permit individuals to exercise that faeulty. Therefore, only 
language constitutes a proper objeet of study, since it alone 
facilitates investigating along “synehronic” rather than “diachronic” 
lines. (Silverman 1984: 11)
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Saussure also distinguishes between two types of (structural) 
relationship that a sign can form with the others. One is 
paradigmatic, that is on the axis of selection or substitution, along 
which a chosen sign is substituted by another. The other is 
syntagmatic, that is on the axis of combination, along which 
selected signs are combined. Consequently, it is this relationship 
of the sign to others in its system that gives it its ’Value”. Meaning 
could only be achieved within a whole cluster of other concepts. 
One needs to have others, to know where it lies in relation to them, 
how it is different from each of them. (Fiske 1990: 39-45)
Saussure states that “ . . .a  difference generally implies positive 
terms between which the difference is set up: but in language there 
are only differences without positive terms.” (qtd. in Broadbent 
1991: 34) That is, oppositions have a negative characterization 
because they refer to what an element is not, and it is these 
oppositions and differences that underlie structuralism (Noth 
1990: 193-194) : rational/irrational, good/evil, male/female, 
west/east, speech/writing, presence/absence, intelligible/sensible, 
mind/body, inside/outside, etc.
Structuralism is the way of thinking that the world is made up of 
relationships rather than things, and therefore it is predominantly 
concerned with the perception aind description of structures. This 
perception is the one that, the world does not consist of 
independently existing objects, whose concrete features can only 
be perceived clearly and individually, but through the observation 
of their relations and differences with other objects. Hawkes states
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that any perceiver’s method of perceiving is inherently biased: 
hence a totally objective perception is never possible: every 
observer creates something of what s/he observes. Accordingly, the 
relationship between the obseiwer and the observed gains prime 
importance: it becomes the thing: "the stuff of reality itself’, to be 
observed. Consequently, it is stated that the true nature of things 
lie not in themselves, but in the relationships which one 
constructs, and then perceives, between them. In other words, “the 
full significance of any entity or experience cannot be perceived 
unless it is integrated into the structure of which it forms a part.” 
(Hawkes 1977: 17-18)
The notion of a complex pattern of paired functional differences, 
‘binary oppositions’, underlie the structural concept. 
Consequently, language involving the use of words, which is the 
distinctive feature of man, remains most disposed to ‘structuralist’ 
analysis. (Hawkes 1977: 24)
2.2. Speech and Writing
Literary philosopher Jacques Derrida who is the founder of 
deconstruction, argues that the structuralist Western 
philosophical tradition has been built upon oppositional terms 
which do not have a peaceful coexistence but a "violent hierarchy”, 
and that in each case, one of the terms dominates the other, 
occupies the commanding/superior position. (Derrida 1976: 31-42)
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For all the modern sciences of man, especially structuralism 
speech has always been advocated as the natural, proper, 
authentic form of language and therefore given privilege over 
writing. Writing is debased for being the artificial and corruptive 
representation of representation, as the substitution of lifeless 
inscriptions for living sounds. (Culler 1987: 100; Norris and 
Benjamin 1988: 7-8) Writing can be compensatory, a supplement 
to speech, only because speech is already marked by the qualities 
generally connoted to writing: absence, distance, insincerity, 
ambiguity, and misunderstanding (Culler 1987: 102-103).
There is thought, and then mediating systems through which 
thought is communicated. Speech is believed to possess a unique 
truthfulness deidving from the intimate relationship between word 
and idea. It enjoys priority by virtue of its originating from a self­
present grasp of what one means to say in the moment of actually 
saying it. The signifiers disappear as soon as they are uttered: they 
do not obtrude, and the speaker can explain any ambiguities to 
insure that the thought has been conveyed. When one listens to 
the words of another such speaker, one is supposedly enabled to 
grasp their true sense by entering this same, privileged circle of 
exchange between mind, language and reality (Culler 1987: 91; 
Norris 1985: 22-27). Communication thus becomes ideally a kind 
of “reciprocal auto-affection”, a process that depends on the 
absolute priority of spoken language over writing which is cut off at 
source from the authorizing presence of speech. (Norris and 
Benjamin 1988: 7-8; Norris 1985: 24-32)
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Writing consists of external, physical marks that are divorced from 
the thought that may have produced them. Therefore instead of 
being merely a means of expression, writing bears the risk of 
affecting or infecting the meaning it is supposed to represent. 
Writing, which circulates endlessly from reader to reader, the best 
of whom can never be sure that they have understood the author’s 
original intent, operates in the absence of the speaker or author; 
gives uncertain, highly ambiguous access to a thought organized 
in artful rhetorical patterns; and can even appear anonymous. Its 
effect is to ‘disseminate’ meaning to a point where in the absence 
of the author, the reader has limitless interpretative freedom. 
Thus, to write means to risk having one’s ideas perverted, 
wrenched out of context, and exposed to all kinds of 
reinterpretation. Therefore, writing "seems to be not merely a 
technical device for representing speech but a distortion of speech” 
(Culler 1987: 100; Norris 1985: 24-32) Norris states that “writing 
falls between utterance and understanding, intent and meaning” 
(1985: 32).
There is a clear link between Western logocentricism and the 
phonocentric bias against writing, which only can attain some 
measure of truth so long as it properly reproduces those speech- 
sounds that in turn give access to the "realm of self-present 
thought” (Norris and Benjamin 1988: 13-15). The priority of speech 
over writing has always been taken for granted by all the great 
thinkers. They have considered it totally natural that ideas first be 
articulated in speech and then only if necessary, speech be 
recorded in the purely conventional and arbitraiy signs that make
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up a written language. Therefore, writing is seen as a recourse that 
can be justified only if it obeys the rule that speech ‘comes first’, 
and that writing is to “faithfully transcribe the elements of 
phonetic-alphabetical language” (Norris and Benjamin 1988: IS­
IS).
Paradoxically, from Plato and Aristotle to Kant, Hegel, Lévi-Strauss 
and Saussure, philosophers have on the one hand denounced 
writing as a parasite, a bad necessity, a ‘dangerous supplement’, 
an obstrusive and poor substitute for speech, while on the other 
resorted to writing to conduct their philosophical discourse and 
arguments, for the sake of conserving and transmitting ideas from 
one generation to the next. (Norris 1985: 18-19, 28)
It is mainly all of these charges stated against writing that drives 
Derrida towards theorizing deconstruction. He sets out to 
demonstrate how writing has always been “systematically 
degraded” in structuralist linguistics, how this strategy involves 
paradoxical contradictions (Norris 1985: 28). He expounds on the 
lack of attention Saussure and other structuralists who analyzed 
cultural practice as a system of codes, symbols, and signs and 
investigated how meaning is created, paid to the materiality of 
language - its visual expression as writing and printing - in favour 
of the abstract and immaterial quality of sounds and concepts. 
(Blauvelt 1994: 83)
Derrida regards the opposition between speech and writing as 
among the most basic determinants of Western philosophical
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tradition, and through deconstruction, proposes a 
“physchoanalysis of Western ‘logocentric’ reason, the reason which 
aims at a perfect, unmediated access to knowledge and truth” 
(Norris and Benjamin 1988: 7). The ‘unconscious’ of philosophy 
could then be read in all the signs and symptoms of its own 
repressed rhetorical dimension. ( Norris 1985: 18-19)
2.3. Post-structuralism and Deconstruction
Deconstruction is the movement especially in the fields of 
philosophy, literary theory and criticism, concerned mainly with 
challenging the rigid and fixed hierarchies/oppositions that 
underlie the structural Western thought and culture (Hawkes 
1977: 24). It has been variously presented as a political or 
intellectual strategy, and a mode of reading (Culler 1987: 85).
Deconstructionist reading remains closely confined to the texts it 
tackles, and does not provide an independent system applicable to 
all readings (Norris 1985: 31). It begins by locating the key-points 
in a text where its argument depends on some crucial traditional 
oppositional terms, as between speech/writing, mind/body, 
west/east, good/evil, presence/absence, male/female, 
intelligible/sensible, rational/irrational. Then, it is a matter of 
showing that these terms are hierarchically ordered, one conceived 
as derivative from or supplementary to the other; that this relation 
can in fact be inverted/reversed, the ‘supplementaiy’ term taking 
on a kind of logical priority: and thus revealing the pattern of
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unstable relationships. Norris states that to ‘deconstruct’ a text is 
to draw out conflicting logics of sense and implication, with the 
aim of showing that the text never exactly means what it says or 
says what it means. (Norris and Benjamin 1988: 7-8; Culler 1987: 
85-86)
Culler similarly states that to deconstruct a discourse is to show 
how it undermines the philosophy it asserts, or the hierarchical 
oppositions on which it relies, by identifying in the text the 
rhetorical operations that produce the supposed ground of 
argument, the key concept or premise (1987: 86).
With deconstruction, an opposition is not destroyed or abandoned 
but rather reinscribed (Schleifer 1987: 173). Derrida states that 
deconstruction should.
through a double gesture, a double science, a double 
writing put into practice a r e v e r s a l of the classical 
opposition and a general displacem ent of the system. It 
is on that condition alone that deconstruction will 
provide the means of in t e r v e n in g  in the field of 
oppositions it criticizes and which is also a field of non- 
discursive forces, (qtd. in Culler 1987: 86)
Hence, the practitioner of deconstruction works within the terms of 
the system, s/he does not simply reverse categories which 
otherwise remain distinct and unaffected, but attempts to “undo” 
the system of oppositions. (Norris 1985: 19, 31)
Contrary to Saussure, who claims that language is the means 
through which one can grasp ideas, and without which one’s
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thinking would be a “blurred and indistinct mass” (Broadbent 
1991: 51), Derrida demonstrates, with recourse to the shift of 
meaning in words such as differance, supplement, pharmakon, 
that no term can be reduced to any single, precise meaning. 
“Meaning is always deferred, perhaps to the point of endless 
supplementarity, by the play of signification”. (Norris 1985: 32)
Derrida coins the term differance, derived from the French word 
différer, which means both to ‘dilTer’ and to ‘defer’, therefore 
neither can simultaneuosly capture a single meaning. He reacts 
against binary oppositions with such ‘undecidables’. ‘Undecidables’ 
can “no longer take place within philosophical opposition, resisting 
and disorganising it, without even constituting a third term” 
(Derrida qtd. in Broadbent 1991: 51). As in the case o f ‘differance’, 
the word suspends itself between the two meanings, which 
collapses as soon as one has thought of it. (Norris 1985: 31-32)
For Derrida, writing is the ‘free play’, the element of undecidability 
within every system of communication. It consists of all those 
operations which escape the self-consciousness of speech, and its 
artificial hegemony over writing. “Writing is the endless 
displacement of meaning which both governs language and places 
it for ever beyond the reach of a stable, self-authenticating 
knowledge.” Consequently, oral language belongs to writing-in-the- 
broad-sense as well. (Norris 1985: 28-29)
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2.4. Archi-ecriture
Derrida affirms that ‘there is nothing outside the text’ (to be exact 
‘no “outside” to the text’; il n ’y  a p a s  d e  hors -tex t). With this 
statement he argues that one can have no access to reality except 
through the categories, concepts and codes -the structures of 
representation that make such access possible. Secondly, he 
claims that writing, not in the restricted sense, but in a more 
generalized comprehensive meaning: -archi-ecriture- rather than 
speech, is the best, most adequate or non-reductive means of 
making this condition intelligible. Consequently, Derrida’s usage of 
the term comes to include all those systems of language, culture, 
and representation that exceed the grasp of logocentric reason or 
the Western ‘metaphysics of presence’ (Norris and Benjamin 1988: 
20). So, ‘writing in the broad sense’ as archi-ecriture, an archi- 
writing or protowriting is the condition of both speech and writing 
in the narrow sense. (Culler 1987: 102-103)
In Of Gramatology. writing in the broad sense is stated as the 
name of whatever resists the logocentric ethos of speech-as- 
presence. Thus, the domain of writing in the broad sense/archi- 
ecriture includes the whole range of negative effects attributed to 
'culture' (by Rousseau) as the antithesis of everything genuine, 
spontaneous and natural in human affairs. (Derrida 1976: 16-17)
It could be said that the digital technology has come to touch every 
aspect of human condition/life. Including our language, our 
“writing-in-the-broad sense” has been transformed. Therefore, it
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could be possible to talk about the existence of a digital archi- 
ecriture since the digital revolution.
2.5. Deconstruction versus Postmodernism
Deconstructionists claim that deconstruction is not just a variant 
on familiar post-modernist themes. They criticize postmodernism 
for pretending to break with the philosophic discourse of 
modernity -with logocentric reason- simply by declaring an end to 
such talk and offering some alternative set of arguments. They 
argue that deconstruction could only succeed by revealing “what 
has hitherto been repressed, working within that discourse and 
exposing its constitutive aporias or blind-spots”. (Norris and 
Benjamin 1988: 27)
Roland Jones criticizes, that it is not possible to take “another 
cycle of retro anything” (24). He attributes the empowerment of 
nostalgia to the inability to move beyond the constraints of High 
Modernism. He complains about being stuck in the “hover 
culture”. (24-27)
According to Norris and Benjamin, post-modernism cannot take 
the form of a critique, since it is itself engaged with the modernist 
paradigm, setting out to challenge its grounding assumptions. 
Postmodernism like modernism is based on the ethos of 
'enlightenment', and likewise believes that there is a way of 
reaching truth, which is by criticizing those false beliefs, ideologies
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or pseudo-truths of modernism. Deconstructionists on the other 
hand, reject this “whole bad legacy -whether Kantian, Hegelian, 
Marxist- . . . and acknowledge that there is no ultimate truth, no 
final 'meta-narrative'”. (1988; 29)
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3. DECONSTRUCTIONIST TYPOGRAPHY
3.1. Deconstructionist Graphic Design
The field of graphic design has always had the tendency to produce 
meaning through concept, system and method. The design 
discourse has its own founding oppositions. Graphic design can 
not be brought into question without ré-thinking the entire 
network of relations, priorities and structural ties which have 
governed its development from modernism on. Lovejoy argues that 
“de-constructing” does not mean rejecting modernism outright, but 
rather seeing it from a different perspective and understanding in 
terms of its opposing forces (1989: 91).
Deconstructionist design aims to dissolve the binary oppositions 
which have always permeated the discourse of graphic design. It 
challenges the rigidity and value structure of the traditional 
structuralist, modernist, founding dialectic oppositions: 
function/form, message/medium, abstraction/figuration, 
legibility/illegibility, intelligible/sensible, literal/hermeneutic, 
objective/subjective, rational/irrational, simplicity/ornament, 
information/disinformation, etc. With deconstruction, graphic 
design has begun to explore the ‘between’ within these oppositions.
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Thus, deconstructionist design claims that by the very nature of 
language, no visual text can have a fixed meaning with strict 
parameters. It operates by dislocating meaning, and exploring the 
possibility of the frame. It stimulates the viewer to take part in the 
analysis of the ‘between’, to read between the lines, to unravel 
connotation, spell out layers of meaning. In other words, it 
consists of designing to ui'ge the viewer to read, find the key(s), 
decode (Emigre 21, 8-10). Deconstructionist graphic design defies 
any settled or definitive reading of itself. As Derrida warns, “the 
concept and above all the work of deconstruction, its ‘style’, 
remains by nature exposed to misunderstanding and 
nonrecognition’’ (Derrida qtd. in Norris 1985: 127)
Fig. 4. "It Feels Like a Bad Play". Poster by Emigre Graphics, 1989.
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3.1.1. Deconstructionist Graphic Design and Communication
Deconstructionist graphic designers’ first concern is no longer to 
organize the paper to be printed on, in view of functional and 
aesthetic norms set by the modernist schools: Bauhaus and Swiss. 
These norms are surely taken into consideration, but find 
themselves subordinated and reinscribed, and they no longer 
occupy the commanding position. Hence, (graphic) communication 
is pushed to its limits.
Derrida describes deconstruction as that which attacks the 
systemic (architectronic) constructionist way of bringing together 
(Norris and Benjamin 1988: 37). Then, to deconstruct design is 
perhaps to start to think it as an artifact, to rethink this artifact 
from the deconstructionist point of view, and its production 
technique, upto the point where it becomes uncommunicating. 
This is an overt attempt to break from the modernist 
understanding which automatically links graphic design with 
communication, where ideas and information are transferred 
directly from one person to another, from subject to object, 
through a minimal of universal visual elements which are 
supposed to convey the idea to be transmitted, without any 
ambiguities.
Undoing/reversal/displacement of the traditional/modernist 
oppositions inevitably involves rupture from communication in the 
traditional sense, but still maintains communication on totally 
different levels. In the act of reverting and displacing both aesthetic
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and functional norms, the work is freed from the reduction 
mandated by modernist design. With deconstructionist approach, 
design is no longer an examplification, where elements are reduced 
until the designer is convinced that what is left is the essence of 
the message to be communicated. (Brody, London 1993)
live a
Fig. 5. "Live-Able Benign Architecture". 
Poster by Mark D. Sylvester, 1991.
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Displacement states problems and poses questions on whether the 
telos of design is communication, hoping that this in turn will 
provide a way of understanding the presence/necessity o f 
communication within graphic design, just as it has done so for 
habitation within deconstructionist architecture. Consequently, 
deconstruction has come to be associated with processes of 
dislocation, de-composing, and de-coding.
cranbrook
■ h e  r a  a
graduate
i n D e s i g n
a r t s c I e n c e
Fig. 6. "Cranbrook Graduate Program in Design". 
Poster by Katherine McCoy, 1989.
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When and if the intentionality of design, communieation, is 
intended to be ‘dis-placed’/reversed (through deconstructed image, 
and especially type/copy/text), then the experienee of 
communlcation/reading/’reading’ as well may be totally changed 
for the ‘readers’/audience of the text/message.
Displacement involves not obliterating but shifting the boundaries 
of meaning, since meaning necessarily implies absence through 
the absent referent. Then a displacing design must be at once 
presence and absence. It must communicate, but communication 
is no longer of primary importance. Deconstructionists are not 
suggesting that graphic design need no longer be easily legible or 
that it should cease to communicate. Design must communicate 
and yet it should not be coexistent with communication. It may 
just as well be emotive. This lack of coexistence is the shift that 
marks a movement of the boundary of meaning. The 
communicational link within graphic design is thus rethought. 
(Brody, London 1993)
Deconstructionist designers view design as something more than 
communication, an experience in which designers and viewers 
both put/bring something into, a process, where the more one 
(design, designer, viewer) contributes to it, the more it grows. 
Without this dimension, “design reveals only its surface self, not 
the integrity of its personality, its process’’. This experience leads 
one beyond the outlines of successfully used or reused imagery to 
a deeper examination, a larger meaning. (Berger 32-35)
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Fig. 7. "Lyceum Fellowship".
Poster by Naney Skolos and Thomas Wedell, 1993.
According to Roland Barthes, texts that are clear, simple, direct 
and unambiquous, are "readerly texts” aimed at a passive 
consumer. If a text is readerly, then it desires to insinuate 
bourgeois intents/thoughts into the readers’ brain, to ‘colonize’ the 
readers mind. On the other hand, “writerly texts” are deliberately
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unclear, diffused, incoherent and ambiguous. In this way, they get 
the readers to struggle to understand, forcing them to have their 
own creative thoughts. (Barthes 4)
Similarly, deconstructionist designers claim that a work has a 
number of readings, and therefore no fixed meaning. Severing the 
link between authorial intention and textual authority, they reveal 
ways in which the reading of a work changes any ‘apparent’ 
meaning. (Elliman, Fuse 10)
Fig. 8. "Electronic Exquisite Corpdse". Brochure Spread by 
Rick Valincenti, Katherine McCoy, Neville Brody, 1991.
Consequently, what is handed down as the final product would 
communicate, however not in the strict sense of the word, but 
rather in the hermeneutic sense. Just as Barthes calls for a new 
rationale in writing, advocating a dense, ambiguous, impenetrable.
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incoherent style, arguing that clarity is a purely rhetorical attribute 
(Broadbent 1991: 35), deconstructionist graphic designers also call 
for dense, layered, and hermeneutical readings, acknowledging 
that clarity in visual language is arbitraiy.
Deconstructionist design stresses not only the dispersion of the 
idea (from denotation to the farthest connotation), and the force of 
social regulation (medium, language, ethics, religion, law, etc.), but 
also the effect of such decentering on the entire notion of a unified, 
coherent communicational form. Such work involves an attempt to 
‘unsettle’ and thereby attract attention, be it through illegible or 
juxtaposed/overexposed type or imagery.
3.1.2. Deconstructionist Design and Digital Technology
All new technologies challenge human modes of perception. 
Computers’ further capabilities inevitably induce the 
transformation of our relationship to and perception of 
information. Our world and our perceptions are shaped/dictated 
by the power and speed of technology. All the conventional forms 
have been distressed and dissolved by technological changes. ‘The 
effects of technology do not occur at the level of opinions or 
concepts, but alter sense ratios or patterns of perception steadily 
and without resistance.” Nietzche observed that understanding 
stops action, however what the deconstructionist designers are 
trying to do is to moderate the fierceness of this conflict by
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understanding computers as the medium as man’s extension 
(McLuhan 1987: 16-19).
One of the most successful contemporary graphic designers, 
Neville Brody, who constantly seeks to explore the boundaries of 
the computer, criticizes those who still stick to Swiss modernism 
for missing the point: instead of engaging with the organizational 
and aesthetic implications of the technology, they use the 
computer to translate and finish design ideas. (Horsham 1994: 7)
The computer has encouraged designers to create new ways of 
using the alphabet. Deconstructionists claim that the ‘classic’ 
faces should not just be reproduced digitally and “dumped in the 
system folder’’. Instead computers should be exploited to their full 
capacity, demonstrating the designer’s imagination (Wozencroft, 
Fuse 1). T3rpe designer Jeffrey Keedy names the revival of old 
stylish typefaces as a kind of typographic necrophilia, and states 
that instead of wasting time perfecting an exquisite corpse, type 
designers should be excited by digital possibilities, and express the 
vicissitudes of our time, and that "The only way to breathe new life 
into old faces is to introduce new ones that in turn, will grow old” 
(Fuse 5).
Digital technology changes “the DNA of language” (Wozencroft 
1994: 14), because it is not Just a tool but a language in itself 
(Horsham 1994: 7). Every communication is based on a contract, a 
consensus that binds its participants to basic terms and
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conditions. Digital technology dismisses such arrangements. 
(Wozencroft 1994: 14)
Deconstructionist designers experiment with the digital language 
in order to push the boundaries of both the printed word and its 
fusing into the electronic language, so that typography’s 
professional representation in graphic design is revolutionized 
{Wozencroft 1994: 27) , and digital type can be seen as a common 
feature of everyday life, in all spheres of human activity (digital 
archi-ecriture!) and not something that happens in confinement.
P'ig. 9. "GAM" (Graphic Alls Message). 
Poster by Neville Brody, 1992.
44
Mac is not simply a typesetting facility. Deconstructionist 
designers treat text as image. If communication is the traditional 
aspiration of any trained designer, the deconstructionist 
typographers bring on the noise. Their design and usage of type 
demonstrate their desire for a more expressive typographic 
language, deviating from the precision of the past. (Wozencroft 
1988: 46) Deconstructionist typographers acknowledge that the 
more typography is divorced from its text-informational role, the 
greater its role as a tool to demonstrate the importance of 
presentation and content in all communications. (Wozencroft 
1988: 50)
3.2. Deconstructionist Typography
3.2.1. Deconstructionist Typography -Why?
The choice of typeface is the first message of any communication. 
It “colors perception of the information it gives form to”. Ever since 
childhood, people are taught that typeset words should demand 
attention, and from then on, they no longer see type but text. 
Consequently, mediocrity is accepted as the norm, good 
typography is rare, and the "myths” that have been built up 
around t}rpe design are unchallenged. The influence of t}rpographic 
information -which is almost everywhere- upon everyday 
environment is largely taken for granted. This was mainly because
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in the last 500 years of t3^ ographic history no signifieant ehanges 
have taken place until the last decade. Thanks to the development 
of digital technology, technical changes have taken place in 
typography and typesetting, which has deeply affected the state of 
language, and made the power of tyj)e noticed. (Wozencroft, Fuse 
1)
The fact that no field of knowledge is sacred, is immune to 
criticism, interpretation and self-contradiction, is especially valid 
for the postmodern society, where man has lost his/her points of 
reference and is leading a schizophrenic ejdstence. (Jameson 1993: 
71)
Brody, reminding that the basic rules of set type haven’t changed 
since the 15th century argues that these rules are there for 
reasons of tradition, and that design elements purely exist on the 
grounds of taste, or ideas that, since they’ve been around so long, 
have become accepted as rules. He advocates that these rules not 
be seen as a limitation but be challenged through a natural 
process of questioning, and that they should remain valid if there 
is a practical reason for them to exist, and if they are still relevant 
to what the designer intends and there is no alternative to it, then 
that element remains valid. (Wozencroft 1988: 12)
The ‘perfect typeface’ as an essential design element, was simply 
regarded as a tool for printers, publishers and advertisers to help 
sell their message throughout centuries. However, today designers 
acknowledge that there is no such thing as the perfect typeface.
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and deconstructionist designers highlight how letterforms could 
once again become objects of beauty and inspiration rather than 
commerce. They are trying to break open typography’s closed 
circle, to question its traditions and support risk-taking, the most 
important of which work through deconstruction of type. 
(Wozencroft, Fuse 1; Fuse 10)
Today, there are over 4000 typefaces readily available for the 
computer, but most of these typefaces were created in a different 
time, for a different society with diflorent thoughts, which it needed 
to communicate in different ways. Wozencroft urges type designers 
to look for something different without taking the easy option of 
creating typefaces that only illustrate the computer screen’s lack of 
resolution. (Wozencroft, Fuse 1)
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Fig. 10. "Vernacular" 
by David Beriow, 1992.
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They can make use of digital technology to redefine type and 
expand the boundaries between type and image. Deconstructionist 
type designers aim at the transformation of typographic traditions 
-the question of legibility as applied to the electronic word, the 
collision of meaning with the need for visual impact, the 
implications of the digital code upon our use of language.
Fig. 11. Application of'Newida" 
by Erik van Blockland, 1993.
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3.2.2. Graphetics and Graphology
A typeface relies on two characteristics: graph etics , its physical 
properties, and graphology, its expressive qualities.
The graphetic aesthetics of the alphabet of the medieval ages has 
survived the transition from mechanical to digital industry 
(Elliman, Fuse 10). In the medieval ages, letters of the alphabet as 
engraved icons in illuminated manuscripts were given plastic 
stress to an almost sculptural degree (McLuhan 1987: 159). Today, 
the same feeling has returned in graphic design, however without 
confining itself to conventional graphetic aesthetics.
It is mainly the graphological properties of type that the 
deconstructionist t}p)e designers are concerned with. Modernist 
typographers viewed type as a seiwant and disregarded its 
graphological properties. Letter was to serve the function of 
reading and nothing else. It had to have distinct, objective, and 
clear forms. Its beauty was its function. There was to be nothing 
mysterious about it. Accordingly, boldface sans serif types 
introduced emphasis, which directed the eye and the mind of the 
reader logically and unemotionally. Type was not to be used 
against its utilitarian purpose. (Brody, London 1992)
On the other hand, Rudy VanderLans of Emigre, a magazine 
promoting experimental typography, points out that there are 
many ways to approach reading, and that type and text can have a 
purpose other than to be read (Thirft 1992: 8-16). Wozencroft
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similarly says, deconstructionist type aims to have two narratives: 
the writing and the design (1994: 12).
What is aimed by the deconstruction of the conventional type is to 
destructure and reinscribe the metaphysical motif of the absolute 
referent, of the thing itself in its instance. Type is aimed to be read 
as a document, “a kind of compacted textual archive”, rather than 
scanned with an eye to its attributes of aesthetic form or technique 
that represent speech-sounds. Apart from the meaning of what is 
written/copy/text, a secondary/textual meaning is trying to be 
conveyed through the visuals/textures. (Bartlett 31-34)
Deconstructionist type designers produce graphic commentaries 
on the text through symbols and shifts in typeface, scale and color. 
Graphic designer Bruce Mau argues, “content is no longer 
necessarily outside the realm of design practice”, and criticizes 
that
the “author” is the one who enjoys the luxury of 
penetrating the depths of the subject, of pursuing 
down any and all paths of speculation, no matter how 
long or labyrinthine. The designer’s involvement is 
expected to be very brief and to occur within a very 
shallow range of exploration . . . the designer’s job is 
simply to provide the package . . . (He prefers) the
rigours of intellectual discourse to a relationship in 
which “the designer leads a kind of karaoke existence, 
always singing someone else’s song, and never saying 
what he thinks should be said. (Novosedlik 1994: 45- 
48)
On the other hand, how much effect type could claim to have on 
the transmission/perversion of any meaning in any message is
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questionable, considering that a word’s meaning within the system 
of a language, what one finds when one looks up a word in the 
dictionary, is a result of the meaning speakers have given it in the 
past acts of communication.
Deconstructionist designers have faith in the graphological 
qualities of type, in that they de(re)construct the boundaries of 
design. They question all the conventions of the 
modernist/structuralist Swiss design, which sets Ixmction before 
form, and favors abstraction against figuration, legibility against 
illegibility, intelligible against sensible, literal against hermeneutic, 
objective against subjective, rational against irrational, simplicity 
against ornament, information against disinformation, 
communication against noise, order against disorder.
3.2.2.1. Function/Form
It would not be wrong to say that it is the power of television which 
has broken the monopoly of typography as a means of distributing 
information. Today, all media which How and flux information at 
incredible speed, challenge type to be just as attractive, exciting, 
entertaining, and challenging to the viewers' intellect.
However, typography has always been an innately conservative 
medium, resisting anything that challenges the familiarity of its 
‘classical’ past. Wozencroft has no doubt that this has provided a 
wealth of practical/functional/highly legible alphabets that
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highlight a fine balance between form and function, but on the 
other hand argues that typography can not remain immune to 
change (Wozencroft, Fuse 1). The graphetics of typography evolve 
as the belief in the graphological potential of typefaces is proved 
right.
Deconstructionist typographers, foresee that the goal of graphic 
design is evolving from communication to something larger than 
communication; an experience. Flawkes states that writing is all 
style, that 'white writing' does not and cannot exist; “writing is in 
no way an instrument for communication, it is an open route 
through which there passes only the intention to speak” (1977: 
108). Deconstructionist designers approach type similarly - as an 
open route through which passes the intention to communicate, 
emphasizing graphology. Thus, type relies less and less on the 
modernist graphetic rules, and shows up more and more with its 
graphological aspects in the view/reading of the audience.
The dynamic typography of today is to stimulate a new sensibility 
in visual expression, grounded in ideas, not just in image. As 
Bruce Mau claims, designers, also have the liberty to dwell into the 
content of the subject that they design.
Consequently, a deconstructed text body may well be examplifying 
a philosophical/personal/conceptual position or claim, or the 
thought/interpretation that is either in accordance with that of the 
author or solely of the graphic designer him/herself. (Novosedlik 
45-48)
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Fig. 12. Poster for Amnesty International by Joan Dobkin, 1991.
Deconstructionist type designers argue that the aim is to break 
apart and expose the manipulative visual language and the 
different levels of meaning. Form is treated as a visual language to 
be read as well as seen, focusing on the content of each layer, 
through the use of language and image. In this process, the 
designer participates in the text not as a writer but a visual editor.
Through deconstructionist type, contemporary designer also has 
another mission: in case of bound material, to keep the attention
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of the reader over the course of many pages. Licko states that, 
“You read best what you read most. Letters are not essentially 
legible but become more legible through repeated usage", and that 
"legibility is a dynamic process” (Licko qtd. in Vanderlans 1992: 2). 
In case of posters and larger scaled material, the task is to be able 
to attract attention in the midst of the visual cluster within the 
urban city texture. That is, the more one tries to decode a 
message/an information, the more memorable it would be as an 
experience.
Typographer Michelle-Anne Dauppe says that “challenging 
functionalism in t}q)ography has lead to experimentation with the 
message rather than the words: with type as image, with 
recognition rather than reading.” (qtd. in Emigre 22, 23)
3.2.2.2. Legibility/Illegibility
Legibility (okunaklılık) is a quality of efficient, clear, and simple 
reading. Readability (okunurluk) is a quality which promotes 
interest, pleasure, and challenge in reading. (Heller 1993: 162)
The descendants of the Swiss Modernism still think that 
“good/perfect” graphic design solutions are synonymous with 
simple and direct visual communication. What enables this 
communication is surely legibility. The purpose of type, being to 
convey information in writing, that is mainly being communicative, 
loses its meaning when there is a lack of legibility.
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Legibility relied on a set of rules and could be measured against 
absolute standards that were obtained through optical research. 
According to Herbert Bayer (one of the fathers of Bauhaus), the 
“new machine alphabet”, that is letters of the Gutenberg 
technology have to be simple for the sake of legibility: “the simpler 
the optical appearance the easier its comprehension” (Licko qtd. in 
Vanderlans 1992: 2). Consequently, each letter should have clear 
proportions, designed with basic geometric elements to produce 
harmonious characters of the alphabet: serifs, up-and down 
strokes, and hand written characters should be dispensed with 
(Bayer qtd. in Poynor 1991: 102). These I'ules no longer apply, and 
the standards are shifting while legibility is pushed to extremes. 
Ambiguous deconstructionist type shapes need only be evocative 
without the duty of consensual recognition (Rock 1994: 35).
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Fig. 13. "Can You . . . ?" by Phil Baines, 1991.
With deconstructionist/experimental typ>e, legibility is 
challenged/dislocated to the extent that a text is obscured perhaps 
to make a point about literacy.
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Fig. 14. "Spherize" by LoBreier and Florian Fossel, 1992.
Just as Hawkes argues that trans-historical, universal stylistic 
modes or conditions such as 'precision' or 'clarity' are purely 
rhetorical attributes and not qualities of language, which is 
possible at all times and in all places (1977: 108),
deconstructionist t}q)ographers dispense with qualities of legibility, 
precision and clarity. Legibility is no longer seen as a fixed rule or 
a primary characteristic of a typeface. It is replaced by 
recognizability of shapes, not necessarily recognizable as 
letterforms. Deconstructionist typefaces openly defy the possibility 
of use. (Rock 1994: 30). However, a letter can be defined more by 
its use, than by the design and consistency of each of its individual 
units (letterforms, marks). From this point of view, 
deconstructionist typefaces can be seen as a vocabulaiy of marks.
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Designer Luke Baines argues that legibility presents information as 
facts rather than as experience. He suggests that there is nothing 
wrong with logic and linearity but these qualities satisfy only the 
rational side of the brain (Poynor 1991: 16). It is equally important 
that typography should address the readers’ capacity for intuitive 
insight and simultaneous perception and simulate his/her senses 
as well as engaging his/her intellect.
Typefaces as designed letters of the alphabet, form the paradigm 
for written language, and illustrate two basic characteristics of a 
paradigm:
(i) all units have something in common, they share characteristics 
that determine their membership of that paradigm. 'M' is a letter, 
and thus a member of the alphabetic paradigm. However 5, or '/' 
are not.
(ii) each unit is clearly distinguished from all the others in the 
paradigm. One must be able to tell the difference between signs in 
a paradigm in terms of both their signifiers and their signifieds. 
The means by which one distinguishes one signifier from another 
are called the 'distinctive features' of a sign (Fiske 1990: 57). The 
deconstructionist typographers blur the distinctive features of the 
letters, causing them to be highly illegible, because they are more 
difficult to deal with than those which are already known and 
codified. However, it would be unfair to declare them as illegible, 
since legibility is achieved in time, through familiarity due to 
multiple use. What is more, contrary to a passive and servile 
relationship to communication, they urge the reader/audience to
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engage rigorously in the process of reading/decoding, which makes 
them more memorable.
Just as a letter, a word (further categorized into grammatical 
paradigms such as nouns, verbs: baby talk, legal language, lovers’ 
talk, masculine swearing), or vocabulaiy is a paradigm of written 
language (Fiske 1990: 57-58), so is font/typeface also a paradigm 
of language. Treating type with the conviction that type has 
inherent expressive qualities, deconstructionist designers 
emphasize visuality/form rather than legibility/function. Thus 
they hope to arouse visual interest, considered as an attribute of 
"readable" communications, and achieve communication through 
design as experience.
They are convinced, the more typography is divorced from its text- 
intentional role, the greater its potential as a tool to demonstrate 
the importance of presentation and context in all communications 
(Wozencroft 1994: 50-51)
3.2.2.3. Medium/Message
Linguist Emile Benveniste, in his examination of Saussure found 
that the arbitrary, rather than being held within the sign, exists 
outside it. That is to say, "meaning extends beyond the sign into 
the material reality of communication - the particular medium or 
vehicle, the subjectivity of readers, the content and so on”. 
(Blauvelt 1994 : 83) Unlike the traditionalists, since the
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deconstructionist typographers take the computer for a new 
language with new paradigms, they do not disguise the "content" of 
the digitally produced type.
In certain deconstructionist works, the actual choice of t3rpeface in 
any particular context is secondary to the way in which it is used. 
However, technology has to be a tool. It is not an end in itself; it is 
not the content, words have the potential to become visual slogans 
(McLuhan 1987: 160). Lettershapes become wordshapes, as in Far 
Eastern languages.
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Fig. 15. "Metal" by Margaret Calvert, 1994.
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3.2.2.4. Rational/Irrational
For the West, “rational” has for so long meant uniform, continuous 
and sequential. According to McLuhan, man has confused reason 
with literacy, and rationalism with a single technology: the 
Gutenberg technology (1987: 7-15). Rational life is linearly 
structured by “phonetic literacy”. Only alphabetic cultures have 
“mastered connected linear sequences as pervasive forms of 
psychic and social organization”. Alphabet meant the breaking up 
of every kind of experience into uniform units in order to produce 
faster action and change of form (applied knowledge), and this 
even became more intense with the uniformity of the Gutenberg 
type. Civilization is built on literacy because literacy is a uniform 
processing (McLuhan 1987: 84-86; McLuhan 1962; 77-82). 
However, not civilization but uniform processing is now being 
broken down/cracking due to the possibilities offered by digital 
type.
i t t  is  W t t Q i
Fig. 16. "Uck N Pretty" by Rick Valicenti, 1992.
Consciousness and logic are regarded as the marks of a rational 
being, however there is nothing linear or sequential about the total
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field of awareness that exists in any moment of consciousness. 
Consciousness is not a verbal process. Yet, during all centuries of 
phonetic literacy, man has favored the chain of inference as the 
mark of logic and reason. McLuhan claims that the Western bias 
toward sequence as “logic” is due to the pervasive technology of the 
alphabet. Thus in the digital era, in conventional terms of the 
West, man seems to promote the irrational. Today one feels as free 
to invent nonlinear logics.
3.2.2.5. Literal/Hermeneutic
In modernist design ideology based on rationality, objectivity, 
clarity and all those inherited from the Bauhaus, design is treated 
as problem-solving. It carries the belief that there exists an 
ideal/optimum design solution which is valid for all messages and 
audiences.
Deconstructionist typographers criticize modernists, permitting 
only a single authorized reading. They promulgate putting visuals 
layer on layer, each of which carry a different meaning, taking the 
reader/viewer/audience to the overall message(s)/meaning(s) of 
the design. Designer Katherine McCoy of Cranbrook, says “What 
I’m interested in is the complexity of meaning. I’m not so much 
interested in the layers of form as the layers of meaning. The first 
reading is the ostensible first layer of objective meaning”. She 
thinks, this approach fits modern society, because the 
contemporary world is subtle and complex, and society needs to
61
understand how to deal with the subtlety, complexity and 
contradiction in contemporary life. Therefore, the informational 
content of a message must be ordered into comprehensive 
hierarchies, t)^ically the first layer of reading, she argues. If the 
quick read is stable, ten successive layers may be more subtle and 
interpretative. She is interested in the idea of deconstructing the 
relationship of written and visual language to understand the 
dynamics and intentions in communication. “Analysis is breaking 
down existing things to understand what is happening”. She favors 
encouraging the participation of the audience, opening up meaning 
so that they can be involved in the construction of meaning and 
make individual interpretations, and ‘experience’ design. (McCoy 
Katherine in Poynor 1995: 11-16)
Deconstructionist designer Jeffery Keedy thinks it acceptable if 
someone interprets his work in a way that is totally new to him. He 
says, in that way, his work has a life of its own: “You create a 
situation for people to do with it what they will, and you don’t 
create an enclosed or encapsulated moment” (Poynor 1991: 10).
Designers experimenting with type now, comment that Swiss 
dictum of selecting one image for the sake of clarity is Just as 
arbitrary a process as the selection of many images for complex 
layered graphics. Greiman confirms that the Swiss School dictates 
that you reduce, you keep taking away until you get down to the 
essence. However she, under the auspices of the media culture, 
makes use of all that she has, making a more meaningful message 
by throwing in everything, assuming that the reader/viewer is
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more sophisticated and can handle more, because of where the 
Western culture is. She claims that it is not for the designer to 
judge what the most important and essential part of a message is 
and eliminate the rest, as long as s/he has many things that are 
contributing. (Williams 1988: 62-65)
Digital technology enables layering, which brings about 
hermeneutical reading. The language of digital technology is 
inherently “liquid: layered, out-of-focus, seemingly chaotic, 
bursting for change” as Wozencroft puts it (1994: 14). Type and 
image are woven into compositions of great intricacy and 
congestion. They leave it to the reader to decide where to begin, 
and which layer is the most important.
It is in layering that objective communication is enhanced by 
deferred meanings, hidden stories/narration and alternative 
interpretations.
3.2.2.6. Objective/Subjective
Modernism imposes objectivity, but as Hawkes argues no one can 
claim access to uncoded, 'pure' or objective experience of a 'real', 
permanently existing world. The experience of the world is encoded 
in order that one may experience it. Thus the inhabited world is 
invented, modified and reconstructed through what is already 
given (1977: 106-107).
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According to the modernists, type could be objective since it was to 
be defined by the physiology of seeing, not by the individual 
preferences (Spencer 1982). Linguistic play and traces of personal 
experience/autobiography are elements that are considered as 
alien to “problem solving” (McCoy 1995: 16). Deconstructionist 
type designers, however, feel free to design type without being 
constrained by authoritarian modernist rules that dictate them to 
be ‘objective’. They choose to be subjective, and feel that 
“Helvetica” is not sufficient to express/reilect the sign of our times.
According to McLuhan, type has to be used to express an inner 
feeling. It is not a natural phenomenon, it symbolizes a thought 
process. It is organic in its basis, it is man-created. However, one 
should not believe in the purity of type foi'iiis. It is a flexible means 
of expression that man should have control over. One should be 
able to adapt the appearance of type to suit his/her own purpose. 
Typographic rules are created by another generation for a different 
social order, and therefore have to be modified for the present 
(1987: 160). Jeffery Keedy says "Whenever I start a new job and try 
to pick a typeface, none of the typefaces give me the voice that I 
need. They just don’t relate to my experiences in my life. They’re 
about somebody else’s experiences, which don’t belong to me” 
(Poynor 1991: 9). Similarly McCoy says.
Every designer is an individual, the idea of a designer 
swallowing any one method whole and then becom ing  
that is not right or honest. We each should try to find 
our own best method of working, a synthesis of many 
different methods combined with our native talents 
and inclinations. (Poynor 1995: 16)
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Deconstructionist designers’ subjectivity, is similar to style in 
writing. Just as objectivity: "a 'zero degree' of style, a 'style-less', 
blank, transparent way of writing” ultimately proves impossible to 
achieve (Hawkes 1977: 108), objectivity in design is also not 
possible. It quickly becomes a noticeable style itself, just as 
modernist design turned out to be named ‘‘The International 
Style”.
Most deconstructionist type designs are personal. The level of 
idios3mcrasity is high, and ‘‘spontaneity is preferred to detachment, 
rough edges to professional finish, emotional expression to 
suffocating good taste” (Poynor 1994: 8-9). So, some look the least 
“designerly” , very much far from rational, whether it be for a 
starting point of reading, or a hierarchy of importance within the 
design.
3.2.2.7. Order/Chaos
Order, which means logical, comprehensible or natural 
arrangement, dictated by the modernists is no longer acceptable to 
most contemporary designers. Due to abundance of information, 
chaos of communication, and hectic life conditions of the times, 
order seems out of this world. Thus, chaotic fonts have a strong 
sense of Zeitgeist.
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Fig. 17. "Currency" by Vaughan Olicer, 1994.
Through attractive, layered, out-of-focus, seemingly chaotic 
designs, deconstructionist designers try and reach universality in 
graphic design, which according to Poynor dies hard, because “a 
design approach is somehow only valid if it presupposes, and 
addresses itself to the widest audience possible” (1994: 8-9). In a 
way, deconstructionists with their work, treat audiences as 
visually aware, and offer them sophisticated graphic messages. 
Their designs are not necessarily visually complex, but 
conceptually subtle. “It is not necessaiy to identify the references 
to understand this work; it is necessary to accept a more 
tangential approach to communication than graphic design 
orthodoxy has traditionally allowed” (Poynor 1994: 15).
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The art director of the Beach Culture magazine David Carson, 
destroys the headlines so much that they look as the end product 
of a mechanical/digital malfunction. Letters are overlapped, 
overprinted, smashed, given more white space than usual, and 
otherwise covered with black, random bands abstracted to the 
point of incomprehensive to produce an emotional response. 
(Emigre 22, 2-10)
3.2.2.8. Communication/Noise
Noise, being the set of “phenomena of interference that become 
obstacles to communication”, interferes with reading (Serres 1982: 
66). It is anything that is not intended by the author, but is 
transmitted with the message, it makes the message harder to 
decode accurately. (Fiske 1990: 8)
Modernist designers aimed at direct communication, through a 
minimal of universal visual elements which they believed could 
convey the idea to be transmitted. They neutralized their designs 
for the sake of the clarity of the content, which is “the living energy 
of meaning” (Norris 1985: 26). In the transmission, they tried to 
avoid any superfluous elements that could in any way make the 
meaning vague, ambiguous or misunderstood.
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Fig. 18. "A26" by Mario Beernaert, 1994.
Modernist Marchbank criticizes contemporary designers:
If you produce work that is like looking through a 
window with stickers all over it, or watching television 
with a fly crawling accross the screen, then it’s a style 
that can get in the way of communication . . .  a 
designer is a problem solver, like a doctor or car 
mechanic. But the newer designers -the graphic edge- 
are like research science department working just off 
campus. (Horsham 1994: 6)
Greiman on the other hand, states
The Swiss school says that you reduce, you keep 
taking away until you get down to the essence . . .  (I 
say) I got all this stuff, am I making a more meaningful 
message by throwing it all in? 1 prefer to assume that 
viewer is more sophisticated and can handle more, 
because that’s where our culture is. Why am I the 
judge of what is most important part of a message as 
long as I have many things contributing? Wliy should I 
eliminate certain things? (Williams 1988: 55-57)
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Maximization of input is possible through refining form, argues 
McCoy. In graphic design, the Bauhaus taught to distrust form 
and style as superficial. She believes, just as in athletics, the more 
form and style are developed and refined, the more communicative 
power is possible (McCoy Katherine in Poynor 1995: 11-16)
3.2.2.9. Simplicity/Ornament
Even long before the tenets of Swiss Design were set, good letter 
was supposed to be the one that went unnoticed while reading. 
However, decorated/ornamented, exuberant letters actually go 
back a long way. The initial letters to gospels and such religious 
texts were all developed to the extent where the text is subservient 
to the richness and detail of the overall design. Despite such 
heritage, after the first printed book appeared in 1455, typography 
began to concentrate on the functional aspects of readability above 
all. Until the end of 18th century, the norm to which typography 
aspired was that of the book, and since then, everyone has been 
taught typography in that manner. (Baines 1)
With the growth of commerce, and the development of advertising 
in the late 19th Century, the so called ‘modern’ book types could 
not fulfill their function to announce sales, sell lottery tickets or 
entertainments: something more was needed. The impact of the 
single word became more important than the silent, linear 
comprehension of an entire page. Somewhere between the book, 
printers typography and the vernacular, a whole range of new
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typefaces developed. These types were not for education but for 
effect and adornment. That is why they questioned notions of 
legibility and, in the process pushed type manufacturing 
technology to its limits. They were catalyzed by commerce and an 
interest in antiquity. Every surface was covered with letter, 
“cajoling, exhorting or pleading for attention”. (Baines 1-4)
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Fig. 19. "LushUs" by Jeffery Keedy, 1992.
Today, it seems that ornamentation is not as permissible in type 
design, as it is in graphic works. Typeface designers seem to abide 
by the rules set by modernist law that “ornament is crime”, and 
limit their forms within the strict confines of function. "By 
abstaining from the excesses of the material world, they live with 
less and think it is more. By devoting themselves to ‘good design’ 
and professional practices they have reached a state of grace 
known as legibility." It is doubtllil that these typefaces will speak of 
our times when these times are long gone. They "neither reflect a 
lust for life, a passion for possibilities, nor the excitement” or even
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the pessimism of our times. They seem to prefer to retreat to the 
safe and timeless zone of legibility. (Keedy in Poynor ed., 1991: 4-5)
Deconstructionist type designers however, demonstrate how 
ornamentation could enrich the graphological qualities of type.
3.2.2.10. Alphabet/Analphabet
Rosalind Krauss demonstrates that Modernism operates within the 
tension between two opposed terms: the exalted idea of originality 
and the degraded notion of repetition. The alphabet presents a 
unique contradiction to the quest for originality. ’The alphabet is a 
given that predates all who come to it”. Every designer who works 
with the conventional forms of the alphabet is condemned to 
endless repetition of those accepted forms. The designer can 
manipulate them only insofar as the end result still falls within the 
realm of what is known to be the letter. Once that boundary has 
been crossed, the designer becomes a skillful maker of plastic 
form, but can no longer claim to work in the domain of the 
linguistic. Alphabet itself can never be reinvented, it can only be 
endlessly repeated. According to the Swiss Modernist Emil Ruder, 
the fact that "a typographer has no contribution of his/her own to 
make to the form of the tз^peface but takes these ready-made is of 
the essence of typography." Krauss states that the alphabet 
becomes a prison in which the caged typographer feels at liberty. 
(Rock 1994: 31-34)
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Fig. 20. "Crash Normal" by Neville Brody Studio, 1993.
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Fig. 21. "Crash Cameo" by Neville Brody Studio, 1993.
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Deconstructionist t5^ e designers see letterform as a site for visual 
experimentation and the alphabet as a screen on to which they 
could project their creativity. Rock predicts that the characters of 
the Roman alphabet are reduced to runic shapes, foretelling a 
future society in which “dialect” or “code” alphabets will be used 
for internal communication. Ambiguous deconstructionist type 
shapes need only be evocative without the responsibility of being 
commonly recognized/accepted. (Rock 1994: 26-35)
Deconstructionist type designers hang about at the extremes of 
type design, have transformed the functional letterform into an art 
figure: analphabet. Analphabet is “a found font of almost letters, a 
dysfunctional community that refuses language . . .  an alphabet 
by auto-suggestion” . Each ‘letter’ is encoded as a picture and has 
to be imported as an image, as an expression of sensory 
perception, communication that captures the reader. (Elliman, 
Fuse 10)
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Fig. 22. "Bird Bones" by Joyce Cutler Shaw, 1988.
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Deconstructionist typographers respond to the demand of the 
digital technology by leaping across the borders of expression, and 
try to find ways of using language that carry the possibilities of 
new technology. They do not use the keyboard as a musical 
instrument, restricting its potential to the endless refinement, 
sophistication or abstraction of Roman letterforms. The 
development of the written word in the West, from symbol and 
pictogram to alphabet and book, took place over thousands of 
years. Now the computer has the power to reverse this process in 
less than thirty years. The governing force of the alphabet is 
gradually abandoned, so what comes next is the freeform. 
(Elliman, Fuse 10)
3.2.3. Freeform
Type designers developed the sans serif as a response to the 
advent of the machine age. Parallelly, freeform is “an impulse that 
connects to the optical nerve net of cyberspace, whilst rooted in 
the primary convergence of magic, art and writing” (Wozencroft, 
Fuse 10). Designers of the digital era have the opportunity to 
develop freeform. “The elements of language are now sampled like 
drum sounds off a record and manipulated in any direction” 
(Wozencroft 1994: 13). Deconstructionist t}^e designers, through 
the dislocation of the written word from its traditions and the 
global range of communication networks show that they aim to 
make the alphabet visible, insisting upon new ways of using 
language. (Wozencroft 1994: 13)
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Deconstructionist designers, with their radical abstract typography 
and compositions, are working within a framework of expression, 
which is more associated with fine arts. They may be said to blur 
the division between graphics and fine arts.
Fig. 23. Application of "Bastard" 
by Jonathan Barnbrook, 1990.
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Freeform is the outcome of the desire to demystify modes of 
linguistic expression, an almost obvious longing for some spiritual 
past in which alphabets possessed a totemic significance. (Rock 
1994: 31)
Freeform language is abstract, intuitive and unconventional. When 
one comes accross it, s/he wonders if the alphabet is at its most 
expressive point of development, or if the written word is more or 
less redundant.
Freeform is a version of a painting by Kandinsky placed 
alongside an old portrait or landscape, or a score by John 
Cage played in The Royal Albert Hall in 1948. It takes the 
language of Mallarmé, James Joyce, William Burroughs, 
and asks w hat w ould  such  n ew  writing look like now  ? If 
“language is a virus”, then Freeform  is an antidote to our 
current complacency as regards the written word. 
(Wozencroft, Fuse 10)
More than ever before, the assumptions made about mother 
tongues are challenged by continual contact with different 
linguistic concepts. The picture language of the Chinese and 
Japanese Kanji characters capture the spiritual dimension of 
human expression. Western typographers now have the chance to 
“move towards a language which is more intuitive than the linear 
mould of Western constructions” (Wozencroft 1994: 13). The 
ideogram of the Far Eastern cultures is an inclusive gestalt, not an 
analytic dissociation of senses, and functions like phonetic writing 
(McLuhan 1987: 81-88). With freeform, deconstructionist type 
designers are in a way, trying to break the linear structuring of 
rational life by phonetic literacy (Wozencroft 1994: 13).
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Fig. 24. "Robotnik" by Cornel Windlin, 1994.
3.2.5. Sample Letterforms
“A n y  exploration o f  the a lphabet p resu pp oses  an exploration o f  the 
connections betw een  whting and language" - Gerstner.
According to Rock, deconstructionist fonts question “the idea of 
repetition, made possible by new technology, the meaning of formal 
choices, and the linguistic contingencies of the media” (1994: 30). 
Most of them defy any settled or definitive reading.
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Fig. 25. "Stealth" by Malcolm Garrett, 1991.
This typeface is designed primarily for use as initials alongside a 
sans serif text. They work equally well both in a horizontal and 
vertical format. ‘The initial aim of the design was to reduce each 
character to a single continuous line, but for reasons of aesthetics 
and legibility, a few exceptions have been made. The characters 
rigidly adhere to a grid made up of two concentric circles of 
different diameters” (Garret, Fuse 1). The designer wanted the 
character height to seem inconsistent, with the letters not quite so 
balanced within their containing squares. Structure and 
incongruity are brought together in this Ihce.
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Fig. 26. "Reactor" by Tobias Frere-Jones, 1993.
This t5^ eface implies “the real world of decay and disorder” (Frere- 
Jones, Fuse 7). The design was inspired by a theory of Nikolai 
Tesla, that a repeated vibration, regardless of its size, will multiply 
itself through a structure and if kept constant will eventually 
cause the structure to collapse. Following this theory, “the lower­
case is filled with copies of the upper-case, but with “noise fields” 
that extend into neighbouring characters, further damaging them. 
If left unchecked, this noise will accumulate until the text is all but 
destroyed” (Frere-Jones, Fuse 7). The more one types, the worst it 
gets.
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Fig. T l . "Maze 91" by Ian Swift, 1991.
This typeface is designed as a labyrinth, a puzzle for those who try 
to penetrate it; “confusion, confused mass, bewilder, confuse, 
aMAZE”! (Swift, Fuse 1). Legibility is no great concern. The 
abstract quality is valued. Without any spacing, the words 
themselves turn into almost abstract shapes.
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Fig. 28. "State" by Neville Brody, 1991.
The idea behind this typeface is to get inside the structure of the 
alphabet and to accentuate the shapes that are inherent in written 
language. Negative and positive shapes are given equal weight, 
attempting "to diffuse the power of language and the hierarchy 
imposed by typographic rules" (Brody, Fuse 1). There is no letter 
spacing and no line space. Surely, the typeface is not practical for 
day-today use. Readability is a conditioned state. "The purely 
subservient, practical role of typography has been tried to be 
exchanged with one that is potentially more expressive and 
visually dynamic" (Brody, Fuse 1).
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SCRATCHED OUT
Fig. 29. "Scratched Out" by Pierre Di Sciulo, 1992.
This typeface is the deformed and metamorphosed end product of 
a bitmap font. “Words are dechiphered . . . from letter that refuse 
to be read (!) . . . Letters rebel against the message they convey. . . 
(in my poster) the text is never there, it refuses itself, whereas 
sentences bring comfort” (Di Sciullo, Fuse 5).
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ALPHABET
Fig. 30. "Alphabet" by Paul Elliman, 1992.
Elliman, a deconstructionist type designer, though started off 
working through the core of type, has come to fiddle with the 
alphabet, and states that "alphabet is the ultimate cargo 
cult/craze (Elliman, Fuse 10). Without this dimension, 
text/alphabet communicates only the meaning on the signified 
level, remaining a readerly text.
This typeface “rethreads the links and separations between 
written, spoken and associative language. Language is a system 
and as such lays itself open to be smashed. Language is treated as 
one of the last lines of security, like the ground we stand on, a 
dependable defence and an unimpeachable link between reality. 
This is a mistake -to undermine the things we depend upon is our 
only option in the unchallenged autocratic state . . . Larger than
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life: scrolling back to re-edit Historical past and pre-scanning/pre- 
inventing the future” (Elliman, Fuse 5).
The A lp h a bet recodifies the codification of language “in a way that 
merges written language with its primal form (spoken? expressed?) 
. . . (It) moves towards . . . analphabetic/ultra-alphabetic
thought: open to expression and interpretation, verbal/nonverbal, 
seniio-linguistic and limitless: larger than language" (Elliman, Fuse 
5).
ILLITERATE
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Fig. 31. "Illiterate" by Phil Bicker, 1993.
This typeface(l) is “the language of the modern primitive, 
simultaneously creative and destructive, born of speed and urban 
identity. A grouped mutation of Roman letterforms create symbols 
which evoke those of cave painting or eastern alphabets. A 
language where words, not letters, are the basic building blocks” 
(Phil Bicker, Fuse 7)
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Fig. 32. "Fibonacci" by Tobias Frere-Jones, 1994.
This typeface takes written language/a t}q3eface and “subtracts the 
alphabet, boils it down to an interlaced mass: eaeh character has 
been replaeed by fragments of the Golden Section . . . With the 
alphabet subtracted, all that remains is the grid, the “grammar” of 
the system. The character elements extend in all direetions, 
messing with eaeh intimate neighbour . . .  As context changes 
meaning (both in written and verbal language), each ‘character’ 
changes according to its surroundings” (Frere-Jones, Fuse 10)
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Fig. 33. "Restart" by Jon Wozencroft, 1994.
“Alfred Kallir in Sign and Design argues that the alphabet is not 
simply an informational code, but a procreational device, and a 
physchogenetic force, its every letter being based on a symbol of 
fertility and sexuality” (Jon Wozencroft, Fuse 10). Wozencroft 
designed Restart as an attempt to reconsider these terms, trying 
“to focus this sexual and sensual energy, free of the clutter of 
sexual politics”. He explains this font as “Distinctly non-techno, 
expressively soft, even clumsy. He claims that Restart “might be 
used as a call-sign, as if it were a post-urban marking, a logo 
against logocentricity” (Wozencroft, Fuse 10).
86
4. CONCLUSION
Gaps opened up by a technological shift in society encourage new 
approaches: themes can be developed, not by continually pointing 
out what is already there, but by targeting the spaces, by 
addressing the problems, the failings, potential for change, 
correction, progress and so on. Derrida suggests that our 
obsession with form, derives from a failure or reluctance to keep 
up with the momentum of ‘force’, his term for the energy of 
presence (Elliman, F'use 10). Deconstructionist typographers 
attempt to fill in these gaps by targeting the spaces, by addressing 
the problems, the failings, potential for change, correction, 
progress and so on, exploiting the explosion of possibilities 
provided by the digital technology. Unlike the traditionalist 
designers who still see the computer as a tool to process the “big 
idea” of design, they have realized that the computer is not just a 
tool but a language in itself.
With the new electronic media, typography finds itself involved in 
the application of a revised grammatology, the science of writing, 
where the line between thought and language is explored by 
deconstructionists. Their proposal, largely confirmed by digital 
technology, is a renewal of writing beyond the authority of any 
official language/grand narrative/discourse, or at least a release 
from its service. (Elliman, Fuse 10)
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With the computer, the relation of the designer to the text has 
changed. The graphic designer has supplanted the t5rpesetter, not 
just setting the text but designing it as a direct expression of the 
content. The designers do not act as writers/authors, but as visual 
editors, creating specific contexts in which design may be 
experienced.
They feel free to juxtapose a visual editorial to the intended 
meaning of a text by the author. The designer’s intervention in the 
formulation of content revives the old problem of form versus 
content. They argue that form given to a text by the designer be 
considered as the content, as the primary layer of meaning of the 
text itself.
Surely, the author is the person who creates the text, the designer 
can not claim authorship just because s/he dyed the page purple! 
However, considering that design is a powerful form of rhetorical 
intervention, the designer as the visual editor has a role not to be 
underestimated. The deconstructionist approach has exposed this 
aspect of being a designer to us.
In Saussurian perspective, meaning is the product of a linguistic 
system, the effect of a system of differences. Hence, meaning is the 
end-product of the relations of contrast and the possibilities of 
combination that constitute a language (Culler 1987: 110). 
Deconstruction as a critical undoing of the conceptual oppositions 
on which modernist design discourse depends, demonstrates the 
difficulties of defining meaning in a univocal way: what an author
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intends, what conventions determine how a reader decodes the 
meaning. It highlights the suppressed elements within the system, 
such as illegibility, noise, ornamentation, form, readerly, 
hermeneutic, irrational, etc.
Deconstructionists in examination of Saussure, found that the 
arbitrary rather than being held within the sign, exists outside it. 
That is to say, meaning extends beyond the sign into the material 
reality of communication - the particular medium or vehicle, the 
subjectivity of readers, the content, etc.
Deconstructionist type designers claim that a text has a number of 
readings, and therefore no fixed meaning. Strengthening “the link 
between authorial intention and textual authority ", they reveal 
ways in which the reading of a text changes any ‘apparent’ 
meaning (Elliman, Fuse 10). Deconstructionist designers aim at 
meaning to be opened up through ''multivalent shifting symbols 
and language -constructive ambiguity- for more active audience 
interpretation" (McCoy Katherine in Poynor 1995: 15). They hope 
to arouse visual interest, considered as an attribute of ‘readable’ 
communications, and achieve communication through ‘design as 
experience’, which involves illegibility, multiple visual layers and 
multiple layers of meaning, making decoding not such an easy 
task, Nick Bell states that both the designer and reader/audience 
become composer/author of the typographic message (Emigre 22, 
23).
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Conservative designers question the purpose of graphic design, its 
raison d ’etre, if it no longer communicates. This question forces 
our attention both on what is to count as communicating/legible, 
and on whether communication is the te los  or goal of graphic 
design. Deconstructionist design aims to be emotive. It’s goal is no 
longer to signify experience, but to be an experience itself.
According to Lyotard, artistic and literary investigation/creativity is 
policed by "cultural politics". Works of art are advised first, to 
“relate to subjects already existing in the eyes of the public to 
whom they are addressed”, and second, to be “made ("well formed") 
in such a way that this public will recognize what they are about, 
understand what they mean” (Lyotard 1993: 8). The creativity of 
the graphic designers was not only restricted by cultural politics, 
but also the conventions of communication. Deconstructionist t}q)e 
designers, with their creativity, push the limits of tjqjographic 
expression, and come up with letterforms that are more associated 
with fine arts, than graphic design. Thus the division between 
graphic design and fine arts is blurred.
It should be noted that deconstructionist typefaces are not used 
for communicating issues on which people need to be informed. In 
other words, they are not applicable to information design. 
Opening up meaning and multiple interpretations might not be 
appropriate for certain types of communication problems -a stop 
sign for instance! Of course, it is designers’ responsibility not to 
eliminate the issue of appropriateness.
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Deconstruction is, in a way, a refusal to engage with those 
pressing contradictions that define what Jameson has called 'the 
cultural logic of late capitalism'. Considering that deconstruction is 
not counter-enlightenment, but exposes the interdependence 
between the conceptual oppositions, it can be argued that 
deconstructionist t}^e, has achieved a break with the modernist 
paradigm as envisaged by its proponents.
The experimental, risk-taking, tense and exciting works of 
deconstructionist designers, which show up almost everywhere, 
but in information designs, reflect the contemporary mood. They 
look ‘of today’, and in the long run stand the chance of coming to 
define the visual landscape of our times.
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